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it’s too late 
 
In New York, the “right” policy will decide who gets a chance in the marijuana business 
 
By Kelly Zegers 
 
Twelve states and the District of Columbia have legalized recreational marijuana use by adults, 
in large part because of the economic and tax bonanza it is expected to bring. In the next six 
months, New York is likely to join the growing list.  
 
Proponents in New York echo the claims of a windfall that ​includes an estimated $4.1 billion in 
economic output, 24,000 jobs and the potential to take in more than $billion in ​tax revenu​e​, 
according to a ​report​ by the Rockefeller Institute of Government. 
 
Standing in the way, however, are fears about whether those benefits can reach those who’ve 
been hurt by prohibition the most, as well as small businesses and farms. And even if a law 
passes with measures meant to include those communities, New York will have to come up with 
solutions that other states thought would work.  
 
It’s important to get things right, ​New York State Senator Liz Krueger (D-Manhattan) said.  
“That means first and foremost ensuring that the individuals and communities who have been hit 
hardest by prohibition are made whole after legalization, and that there is a regulatory model that 
supports small start-up businesses from farm to production to retail sales,” she said. 
 
Solid opportunities for communities hurt the most by illegal weed are tough to guarantee  
 
Over the past three years, Al Florant has become ever more curious about marijuana and what it 
could mean for his fellow African-Americans and the community of Bedford-Stuyvesant where 
he grew up.  
 
He started hearing about the revenue that it could bring New York from those connected to the 
industry and from Assemblymember Tremaine Wright (D-Brooklyn), who represents the 
neighborhood and held Cannabis 101 event last year that covered the future of Cannabis in the 
state, the community impacts of mass incarceration and workshops on the burgeoning industry.  
 
“Cannabis was not on my radar screen as an economic influencer,” Florant said. He began to see 
it as the next big thing and a new industry that could pass his community by.  
 
He formed the ​Brooklyn CannaBiz Collective​ in November 2018 to make sure more people are 
clued in.  
 
“I think I wish it hadn't taken me this long,” Florant said. “Obviously, the cannabis industry is 
still evolving, there’s a lot of hurdles, but I’m of the belief they’re going to figure it out.” 
 
The group is all about ensuring that people are aware of how the industry is playing out for 
people of color, whether they want to start a business of their own or are interested in investing 
in cannabis companies as a way to build generational wealth, Florant said.  
 
The collective recently formed an investment club and beyond sharing news on the cannabis 
industry holds general workshops on financial literacy. It gave its first Trailblazers Awards in 
June to people of color who are promoting an equitable industry, including a courage prize for 
Rev. Anthony Trufant of the historic Emmanuel Baptist Church in Clinton Hill to recognize his 
hosting of a “Business of Cannabis” conference at the church despite pushback from some 
congregation members. 
 
“It's the next train that may very well pass us by, and we’ve got to educate ourselves and get on 
the platform,” Florant said.  
 
It’s communities like Bedford-Stuyvesant, ones disproportionately smacked with 
marijuana-related arrests, that advocates insist must benefit from marijuana legalization. After 
all, they had their lives uprooted with jail time and marked by criminal records for something 
that is now decriminalized by the state.  
 
“I think the forward-thinking people in this industry realize that a lot of people were severely 
harmed by the War on Drugs and it’s just a simple matter of fairness and justice to be able to 
make sure that the opportunities that are being created by new legal markets are open to 
everybody and to try to undo some of those harms,” said Morgan Fox, media relations director at 
the ​National Cannabis Industry Association​. 
 
Advocates are fighting for the formerly incarcerated and people from disproportionately 
impacted communities to have a foot in the door of the marijuana business. This needs to include 
opportunities for formerly incarcerated individuals to apply for business licenses and receive 
training on how to operate in the evolving, growing industry, according to advocates.  
 
Including economic opportunities for communities disproportionately impacted by the drug war 
is a litmus test for legislation in New York, said Brad Usher, Sen. Liz Krueger’s chief of staff. 
 
“There’s an agreement that it can’t happen without that,” Usher said.  
 
But based on the bumpy rollout of social equity programs in other states, there’s no clear model 
of how best to guarantee it. 
 
Social equity programs in other states don’t go far enough or do not have a whole lot to show for 
what they promise to achieve. ​Some are in the early stages and have yet to see large-scale, 
meaningful impacts. 
 
In Massachusetts, only a handful of applicants that took part in its social equity program obtained 
licenses out of a total 184 licenses in the state. The program considered residents of areas of 
disproportionate prohibition impact, those with past drug convictions, and people married to or 
who are the child of a person with a drug conviction.  
 
The Cambridge City Council in September passed a two-year moratorium that prohibits medical 
marijuana dispensaries from starting recreational marijuana sales and take up a limited number 
of business licenses.  
 
The idea is to give economic empowerment shops some time to pull together the resources to get 
started before established, businesses jump in. A medical marijuana shop filed a complaint 
against the policy.  
 
Richard Harding, a Cambridge, Massachusetts native, saw no diversity when he looked to break 
into the industry. Over the summer, he helped form Real Action for Cannabis Equity, a group 
focused on helping more minorities into the industry.  
 
“I'm not ever gonna wait for these big companies to come down and say, ‘Hey, I want you to 
prosper,’ because they've never done it anywhere, in any industry,” Harding said.  
 
Harding thinks the rule is key to allowing new businesses in social equity programs to get a 
footing and raise some capital. But without a measure like that in other cities or statewide, and 
legal challenges pending, it could be too little, too late to ensure equity applicants have a real 
chance.  
 
“This is a billion-dollar industry,” he said. “And we are not here to receive crumbs.” 
 
Other programs just fall short in protections, making way for loopholes where big players can 
creep in under the guise of contributing to social equity.  
 
Los Angeles’ program was not set up to promote the long-term success of social equity 
applicants.  
 
It includes tiered requirements where social equity applicants must own at least 51% or 33 ⅓% 
of the business applying for a license. A third tier of part-owners must provide the applicants 
with business licensing and compliance support.  
 
Christopher Nani, who produced a ​case study​ on the program commissioned by the Minority 
Cannabis Business Association, found instances of shareholders backing applicants just to get a 
license and not truly including them in the business. The program was not set up to promote the 
long-term success of social equity applicants.  
 
Nani found that the program overall did not meet expectations on educational services, had 
instances of shareholders backing applicants just to get a license and not including them in the 
business, and was not set up to promote the long-term success of social equity applicants.  
 
“​In a perfect world, equity isn’t just somebody saying ‘Oh we have one African American or one 
Latino license,’ without making sure that there’s multiple licenses that are minority-owned, not 
just the one or two unicorns that come out of that,”  said Nelson Guerrero, co-founder and 
executive director of the Cannabis Cultural Association, a nonprofit that aims to educate 
underrepresented communities to engage in the legal cannabis industry. 
 
And unless a system is in place prior to licensing, it’s a goal that will be tough to achieve. 
 
Nevada, Oregon, Washington, and Colorado “never once thought about equity,” leaving no 
pathway for social equity said Christine De La Rosa, CEO of The People’s Dispensary. The most 
important thing is to have capital available to social equity applicants so that they get a jump 
start for their business, she said. She’s encouraged by Illinois' program that has funds estimated 
at $30 million for low-interest loans.  
 
“I’m sure they’re going to come up with issues but at least they did this at the outset,” she said.  
 
That’s because capital is the biggest challenge for business owners in the industry, no matter who 
they are or where they’re from.  
 
Generally, a business owner would need $500,000 to start a dispensary in an open license state, 
Howard said. Howard, an attorney, started his businesses as a consulting firm in 2010 and the 
brand started selling medical marijuana this year. Part of the challenge is not having access to 
Small Business Administration grants and traditional bank loans while marijuana is still 
classified by the federal government as a Schedule I controlled substance. 
 
Beyond offsetting competition with larger players and clearing a path into the industry, there’s 
also a need for meaningful outreach and education about the industry.  
 
Without the efforts of people like Florant or groups like Cannabis Cultural Association showing 
up in impacted communities to share why it’s important to pay attention to the industry now. The 
industry won’t make room for equity unless the demand for it is there.  
 
“This is something that’s happening that you just need to be involved in or else we’re just going 
to miss this boom like we missed the tech boom and booms prior to that,” Guerrero said. 
 
 
It’s called a cash crop, but who gets to grow it?  
 
In early October, Ted Dobson knelt among his crops, his hands embedded with soil as they have 
been for nearly 40 years as an organic vegetable farmer who sold leafy greens to local 
restaurants.  
 
This year, the upcoming harvest would be different. The crop he tended to was the first rotation 
of legal outdoor grown marijuana in Massachusetts.  
 
To him, it was just another plant and one that had unfortunately been illegal. He’d always had an 
interest in it and an advocate for legalization since he had to dodge helicopters decades ago for 
illicit crops he experimented with.  
 
“The moment we legalized in Massachusetts three years ago, although it was clear to me it 
wasn’t being viewed as an agricultural crop, I figured all bets are off–I want in,” he said.  
 
To get to the point of growing on his farmland, he had to convince his local government to alter 
zoning to allow him to cultivate the plant outside of the business or industrial sections of town. 
To get the capital to cover the infrastructure, some $400,000 that included the costs for required 
security cameras and an 8-foot fence around the perimeter, he found backing in Theory 
Wellness, a medical and recreational dispensary about 8 miles away in Great Barrington.  
 
“I would consider what I’m doing someone who’s planted the flag and letting it wave wide and 
high to instigate another way of thinking at such a tense period of time when so much money is 
being thrown at all things cannabis just to make more money.” 
 
The legal cannabis industry could give farmers in New York a much-needed boost in the way 
that hemp growing has upstate.  
 
The state already has a burgeoning hemp industry, which as of this summer, includes about 430 
growers and 79 processors, and some of them are looking forward to the possibility of growing 
adult-use marijuana. Now  
 
Kaelan Castetter, CEO of Castetter Sustainability Group in Binghamton, wants to see hemp 
farmers exploit their niche within the umbrella-termed cannabis industry.  
 
He built a network of hemp farmers in upstate New York under CSG Hemp, which provides 
regulatory analysis and advocacy on the cannabis industry.  He’s currently working to prepare 
some of its 16 hemp farmers to understand the difference they’d see in growing marijuana, a 
more highly regulated crop some.  
 
“We caution against it being described as a ‘save the family farm’ kind of addition, but what’s 
it’s done for a lot of people beyond just providing another source of revenue on the farm is it 
allows them to get experience with a new type of crop, have a little more stewardship of the land 
and be compensated for it,” he said. 
 
The marijuana legislation that​ ​New York failed to pass this year would have made way for 
adult-use marijuana co-ops and been somewhat modeled after the craft beverage industry, which 
Castetteter and others hope for because that’s friendlier to small businesses. 
 
“I think it’s one of the only ways that we’re going to be able to provide the type of scale that the 
New York market is going to demand in terms of adult-use marijuana,” he said. “And at an 
environmentally-friendly scale, too, because if we just have massive indoor growing operations, 
then the energy use is going to be quite high. And obviously, currently we get most of our energy 
from, from fossil fuel, that would be contrary to the state and the governor's plans to significantly 
curb our emissions.” 
 
In the meantime, Castetter is watching as other states develop their legal marijuana markets and 
are active in local conversations about what the industry should look like. It’s unlikely now to 
see a cannabis forum in New York where he’s not sitting on a panel or putting out a statement on 
legislative proposals on CSG Hemp’s social media channels.  
 
“It’s definitely pretty frustrating,” he said. “We see the tax revenue that’s going into 
Massachusetts, and honestly, their system is pretty flawed. It’s not necessarily allowing for 
innovation and with the ability for small businesses to get involved.” 
 
The New York Farm Bureau this year ​endorsed​ the legalization bill because, if enacted, it would 
have given priority consideration to farmers when issuing licenses for cannabis-related activities 
and help growers afford entry into the market. In the farm bureau’s view, legalization could help 
a struggling agriculture industry which has fallen off. There are 2,100 fewer farms in the state 
than there were in 2012, according to census data.  
 
“Farmers understand what it takes to produce a crop and the challenges that can come along with 
it,” the bureau said in its endorsement. “Including New York agriculture both as cultivators and 
as advisors would help make this program a success for the state, if legalized. Farmers operate in 
a global economy and this bill would help provide new opportunities for New York farmers.” 
 
In Broome County, in the southern tier of New York, hemp is regarded as a boost to the regional 
economy, which used to be the home of major manufacturers like IBM. The industry is filling 
vacant manufacturing buildings and bringing struggling farmers into the mix, said Broome 
County Executive Jason Garnar. 
 
“What you're seeing is, on the agricultural, end farmers are getting this big new cash crop that 
they never had before, especially in a time when milk prices are really low as a lot of dairy 
farmers are going out of business around here,” Garnar said. 
 
Marijuana legalization is inevitable, he said, and his county would be in a good position to be a 
growing, manufacturing and distribution hub.  
 
Andi Novick, an attorney and farmer in Rhinebeck,  is among those calling for a craft cannabis 
industry and wants farmers to be able to grow the plant outdoors. She formed the New York 
Small Farm Alliance of Cannabis Growers and Supporters to campaign for a licensing structure 
that seeks to prevent small growers from being overrun by larger operations with caps on 
growing space and license limits.  
 
She argues the reason to protect small farmers is “multifold” and would in part create local jobs 
and allow for carbon-capturing outdoor farming. It’s about giving farmers the option to enter the 
industry if they so choose.  
 
“When I started looking at what was going on in other states where prohibition was lifted, it was 
clear that if you don’t protect the ordinary people, small farmers from the beginning, then large 
cannabis companies are going to come in and suck up all the oxygen.” 
 
Dobson is proud to be an example of small marijuana farmers he hopes can be replicated 
elsewhere. He’s growing on soil that he’s worked on for decades on a farm surrounded by a 
forest, “which marijuana loves.” 
 
“It’s a big-money industry and these guys are not happy about this first outdoor grow in 
Massachusetts because I proved them wrong and they’ve invested millions in their big indoor 
grows that they’ve vertically integrated economically,” he said. 
 
 
